Head in the Game is a fifteen-minute, five-character, easy-to-stage-anywhere play that brings audiences into the world of male "pay-to-play" abuse of women, through a fantasy scenario of "boxing girls," women whom men pay to batter. The world of the boxing girls is an apt analogy for prostitution. The play uncompromisingly brings home the point that paying to use someone for sexual gratification is no more "sex" than paying to punch someone is boxing.
In the play, a reporter and her intern, both women, are infiltrating a Boxing Girls Gym to do a story for Gentlemen Magazine. While they are there, a policeman shows up to investigate a report of a man beating up a woman. When he realizes where he is, he stops asking questions. The victim of the beating appears, begging for protection. The owner of the gym, showing more concern for the client's interrupted service, sends another "boxing girl" to finish "sparring."
The head of the gym sends the policeman off with a stack of Boxing Girls business cards, and she counsels the victim not to pursue the matter. She reminds the boxing girl that she has a daughter at home she can barely support, offers her drugs, and sends her to the Makeup Room to prepare for another "round."
Meanwhile, the intern has become increasingly upset by what she sees as blatant violence against women. Her attempt to rescue the victim ends with a nasty twist.
5 women, 20-35 1 male Single set (first scene can be done on apron) 20 minutes
Introduction to Head in the Game
Head in the Game is activist theatre, written for performance by political activists-specifically abolitionist activists, who cannot be assumed to have prior experience or background in theatre, or access to resources. Because of this, the play contains minimal set requirements and detailed stage directions.
The play runs a little over fifteen minutes. It was written with university classroom and conference workshop timelines in mind. The short duration of the play allows forty minutes of post-show discussion in academic venues. It was intended to "get in and get out" quickly, to deliver a sharp, one-two punch to liberal feminist complacency about the violence of prostitution, leaving the audience to sort the fallout.
In a six-character play of fifteen minutes' duration, there are obviously many dynamics that remain unexplored. Some might argue that the major action of the play occurs offstage and that the absence of the john weakens the play. The focus of the play, however, is not on the perpetration. I am interested in the framing of prostitution, and in the ways that cultural institutions (media, law enforcement, businesses) legitimize and enable the commodification of women's bodies. Graphic depictions of violence in live theatre can desensitize or traumatize audience members, shutting down dialogue instead of provoking it. The perpetrator and his twisted desires may be sensational, but they are not as dramatically compelling as the arcs of the passive witnesses.
I have lived among and worked on the street with heroin addicts and prostituted women. I have been engaged in the cat-and-mouse games between police and marginalized communities, and it was my intention to depict a member of the police force whose choices reflect the historical reality that police do not take seriously reports of rape by women who are prostituted. As the Black Lives Matter videos have so graphically demonstrated, police protocols that audiences may have learned from watching "cop shows" are frequently bypassed in encounters with those whom the police consider to be members of a disenfranchised underclass. This play was inspired by an interview I saw on the Internet with the author Rachel Moran, a brilliantly eloquent anti-prostitution ("abolitionist") activist who was prostituted for seven years, from age fifteen to twenty-two. Here is the excerpt that inspired this play: This analogy struck me as helpful, and I decided to build a one-act around the conceit of males buying access to women's bodies for "boxing." Obviously, what is going on is not boxing. Just because the male is throwing punches as if he were boxing, the lack of freedom or reciprocity on the part of the "sparring partner" make it clear that she is in no way a partner, in no way boxing, in no way recreating-and that what is actually going on is paid abuse.
Only in a patriarchal culture would the activity resulting from paid access to a woman's body be given the same name as an intimacy that is mutually welcomed and mutually reciprocated. Even outside of prostitution, "sex" has traditionally been defined by men, from their perspective, and serving their interests. This is evident from the continued use of the word "foreplay" to describe activities that are overwhelmingly main events with regard to women's arousal and orgasm. The myth of the vaginal orgasm still holds sway in a popular culture that routinely misapplies the word "vagina" to refer to the "vulva"-in effect, performing a linguistic clitorectomy. For millions of women, clitorectomy is literal. I want my audiences to consider why they would characterize prostitution as the selling of "sex," when only one person is enjoying it. Multiple studies document the high level of sexual violence experienced by prostituted women, as well as the frequent bias against them on the part of judges, police, and juries. There is also documentation of prostituted women being arrested when they report violence, as well as cases where victims were threatened with arrest or rape when reporting.
In the eyes of the law, the john has purchased sexual access to the woman's body, and the courts are more likely to view cases of rape as contractual disputes than criminal assault. I was interested in putting the reality of this dynamic on the stage with the policeman's aborted intervention.
I also wanted to explore the circumstances of the women involved in a paidabuse industry. The gym owner in my play sees herself as looking out for the interests of her "boxing girls." And, arguably, that she is doing just that.
Through a lethal combination of poverty, child sexual abuse, cultural brainwashing, and addiction, women can "choose" to become boxing girls. What would it take to create a society where women would never "choose" to be prostituted? The sad answer is the complete dismantling of patriarchy-a task not likely to be achieved in a century or even several.
On the other hand, great inroads can be made toward the abolition of prostitution, even in a world filled with patriarchal institutions and oppressions. The Nordic model, where it is illegal to buy a woman's body for sex but not illegal for a woman to sell it, has shifted the focus from viewing prostitution as a form of moral deviancy to the framing of it as an issue of social inequality. In the countries where this model has been implemented, there has been a significant reduction of prostitution and trafficking, and the fear that this would result in an escalation of male violence against women has not been realized.
The key to abolition is understanding prostitution as paid abuse-as paid rape. Head in the Game is my attempt to catalyze the dialogues that lead to changed attitudes. SARAH: (Extremely upset.) She's just had the shit beat out of her and escaped an attempted murder… and he's got another victim in there, and you just let the police walk of here-KAI: Jean-SARAH: "Sarah." My name is "Sarah." And her name is "Kai," and we're doing a story for a magazine.
CAST OF CHARACTERS

HARLEY: What magazine?
SARAH: It doesn't matter-
